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HIGHLIGHTS
o Data of Hg in air and in fish across Colombia are evaluated in terms of risk.
o Probability distribution functions are fitted to exposure and concentration data.
o lnhalation of Hg contributes more to the overall risk than ingestion of fish.
o The risk for the residents of mining communities greatly exceeds the threshold of 1.
o The risk for miner-smelters is 200 times higher than what is deemed acceptable.
A B S T R A C T
Colombia is one of the largest per capita mercury polluters in the world as a consequence of its artisanal
gold mining activities. The severity of this problem in terms of potential health effects was evaluated by
means of a probabilistic risk assessment carried out in the twelve departments (or provinces) in Colombia
with the largest gold production. The two exposure pathways included in the risk assessment were inha-
lation of elemental Hg vapors and ingestion of fish contaminated with methyl mercury. Exposure param-
eters for the adult population (especially rates of fish consumption) were obtained from nation-wide
surveys and concentrations of Hg in air and of methyl-mercury in fish were gathered from previous sci-
entific studies. Fish consumption varied between departments and ranged from O to 0.3 kg d 1. Average
concentrations oftotal mercury in fish (70 data) ranged from 0.026 to 3.3 I-lg g 1. A total of 550 individual
measurements of Hg in workshop air (ranging from <DL to 1 mg m 3) and 261 measurements of Hg in
outdoor air (ranging from <DL to 0.652 mg m 3) were used to generate the probability distributions used
as concentration terms in the calculation of risk. All but two of the distributions of Hazard Quotients (HQ)
associated with ingestion of Hg-contaminated fish for the twelve regions evaluated presented median
values higher than the threshold value of 1 and the 95th percentiles ranged from 4 to 90. In the case
of exposure to Hg vapors, minimum values of HQ for the general population exceeded 1 in all the towns
included in this study, and the HQs for miner-smelters burning the amalgam is two orders of magnitude
higher, reaching values of 200 for the 95th percentile. Even acknowledging the conservative assumptions
included in the risk assessment and the uncertainties associated with it, its results clearly reveal the exor-
bitant levels of risk endured not only by miner-smelters but also by the general population of artisanal
gold mining communities in Colombia.
1.Introduetion
According to the UN Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO, 2011), Hg amalgamation from artisanal small-scale gold
mining (ASGM) results in the release of an estimated 1000 tons
of Hg per year, constituting about 30% of the world's anthropogenic
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Hg emissions. The same report c1assifies Colombia as one of the
largest per capita Hg polluters as a consequence of its artisanal
gold mining operations, which have been steadily increasing fol-
lowing the rising price of this metal (Marrugo-Negrete et al.,
2008). Compared to gravimetric separation methods, the concen-
tration of gold using Hg amalgams presents several advantages:
the process is less time-consuming and minimizes gold losses,
and Hg is easily transported and inexpensive relative to the selling
price of gold (Veiga et al., 2003). According to previous studies
(Hincapie Montoya, 2006; Telmer and Veiga, 2008; Veiga, 2010;
2.1. Populatíon-related variables
pathways: Inhalation of Hg vapor arising from the burning of the
amalgam, in workshops as well as outside and inside residences;
and ingestion of MeHg-contaminated fish:
where EC - exposure concentration (mg m-3 ); EF - exposure fre-
quency (dyear-1 ); RfC - reference concentration (mgm-3 ); ED-
exposure duration (years); RfD - oral reference dose (mg kg-1 d-1 );
BW - body weight (kg); CMeHg - concentration of MeHg in fish
(mgkg-1 ); AT - averaging time (days); IRfish - fish ingestion rate
(kgd-1 ).
Quantitative toxicity values for both Hg species were ob-
tained from the USEPA's IRIS database, which assigns an Inhala-
tion RfC of 0.0003 mg m-3 to elemental Hg, and an Oral RfD of
0.0001 mg kg-1 d-1 to MeHg. Bioaccessibility of MeHg in the
gastro-intestinal tract and of elemental Hg in the respiratory
tract was conservatively considered to be 100% based on current
scientific consensus (Gochfeld, 2003), although an absorption
factor of 0.95 for ingested MeHg was used by the USEPA in
the Mercury Study Report to Congress and to arrive at its cur-
rent RfD (USEPA, 2013). The assessment of risk from fish inges-
tion was carried out independently for each of the 12
Colombian departments (or provinces) where gold artisanal
mining is most intense: Antioquia, Santander, Nariño, Cauca,
Caldas, Guainía, Vaupés, Quindío, Bolívar, Chocó, Córdoba and
Tolima. The risk associated with the inhalation of Hg vapor
was evaluated with data from three mining towns in the
department of Antioquia.
Given the insufficient data available on children exposure
variables, the assessment was restricted to the adult population.
The information on fish consumption (lRfish ) was obtained from
the studies of Perucho Gómez (2007) and Olivero (2002) and
is given as ranges for each department. Table 1 presents these
data together with the main local fish species in the diet of
the communities included in the study (Agudelo, 1991; GTZ/
Corponariño/P-Consult., 1992; Gómez and Martínez, 1993;
Gómez et al., 1995; Ruiz et al., 1996; Lully, 1998; Olivero and
Solano, 1998; Ramos et al., 2000; Cala, 2001; Idrovo et al.,
2001; Olivero et al., 2001; FAO, 2002; Olivero and johnson,
2002; Aguilera, 2004; Mosquera-Lozano et al., 2005; UPME,
2005; Hincapie Montoya, 2006; Mancera-Rodríguez and Álvarez-
León, 2006; Marrugo et al., 2007; IMC, 2008; Navarro et al.,
2008; Perea et al., 2008).
From the results of an informal local survey, residents (and min-
ers) were considered to leave the mining community for two
weeks per year, i.e. EF = 350 d year-1 . For inhalation of Hg vapor,
the average worker was estimated to spend 8 h d-1 and 6 d week- 1
(for a total of 300 d year-1 ) exposed to the workshop atmosphere,
and the remaining time to outdoor air and residential indoor air
(assumed conservatively to have the same Hg concentration as
outdoor air). Lastly, the average body weight of exposed individu-
als was assumed to be 72 kg for men and 59 kg for women, based
on data from Aristizabal et al. (2007).
(2)
(1 )ECHQinhalatian = RfC
HQ. . _ _1_ _ CMeHg X IRfish x EF x ED/(BW x AT)
mgestlOn - RjD - RjD
Cordy et al., 2011), the annual Hg emissions/releases from
ASGM in Colombia are approximately 75 tons for a gold output
of 35 tons.
Very often, Hg amalgamation is carried out on site by
unprotected workers. During this operation a large amount of Hg
is accidentally or intentionally discharged to the environment
and eventually reaches nearby fresh water bodies where, together
with the significant amounts of mercury supplied by wet atmo-
spheric deposition (Hammerschmidt and Fitzgerald, 2006), it is
subjected to methylation and subsequently bioaccumulates in
aquatic fauna (Ullrich et al., 2001; UNEP, 2013). In order to recover
the gold, the amalgam is heated in open charcoal furnaces either
on site, or in small workshops (or even in the home of the miner)
and the emitted Hg vapors are inhaled by the unprotected artisanal
miner-smelters, but also outdoors and at home by residents ofthe
mining communities.
The geochemistry of Hg has been extensively investigated (UII-
rich et al., 2001; Kocman et al., 2011) and its global biogeochemical
cycle is well characterized. The impact of Hg environmental con-
tamination on human health has also attracted much scientific
attention, originally directed to large-scale industrial releases or
agricultural applications (Gochfeld, 2003; Kobal et al., 2004,
2008). In the last couple of decades, the potential health problems
associated with the use of Hg in gold mining have also been
acknowledged and thoroughly investigated, particularly in South
American countries with a significant gold production (Veiga and
Meech, 1995; Akagi and Naganumab, 2000; Fadini and jardim,
2001; Marrugo-Negrete et al., 2008; Molina et al., 2010; Velás-
quez-López et al., 2010; Medina Mosquera et al., 2011; Santos-
Francés et al., 2011).
AII this research activity is obviously motivated by the well-
established chronic toxicity of Hg. According to the USEPA's IRIS
database (USEPA, 2011), there is strong evidence of neurobehav-
ioral toxicity (tremors, slower and attenuated brain activity,
memory disturbance, sleep disorders) of low-Ievel, long-term
exposure to Hg vapor, as revealed by the human occupational
inhalation studies of Fawer et al. (1983), Kobal et al. (2004,
2008), Liang et al. (1993), Ngim et al. (1992), Piikivi (1989), and
Piikivi and Hanninen (1989). Methyl-mercury (MeHg) is also a
highly toxic substance. Dietary ingestion of MeHg can result in
developmental neuropsychological and neurofunctional impair-
ment (Bose-O'Reilly et al., 2008, 2010; Grandjean et al., 1997;
Budtz-j0rgensen et al., 1999; Mergler, 2002; Gochfeld, 2003).
Mother-to-fetus transfer of MeHg has been reported to poten-
tially cause cerebral palsy, mental retardation, and delayed walk-
ing and speech (Rice, 1995).
Given the elevated exposure of miners and residents in artisanal
mining communities to Hg vapor and MeHg accumulated in fish,
the aim of this study is to quantitatively assess the risk for these
individuals from the exposure to both substances, and to demon-
strate the usefulness of probabilistic risk assessments as a tool to
categorize environmental problems on a nation-wide scale and to
prioritize political and remedial actions.
2. Methodology
Following the standard model of human health risk assessment
for non-cancer endpoints, the potential risk for miners and resi-
dents was quantified in terms of hazard quotients (HQs) defined
as the ratio between the estimated level of exposure of the recep-
tor and the estimate of the safe chronic exposure dose (or concen-
tration, depending on the exposure route). An HQ larger than 1
would indicate an unacceptable level of systemic risk. The concep-
tual model for this risk assessment considers two main exposure
Table 1
Fish ingestion rates (kg d-1 ) and main species of fish in the diet of residents in the twelve departments with the largest artisanal gold production in Colombia.
Departament Average fish
consumption (kg d -1)
Antioquia 0-0.050
Santander
Nariño
Cauca 0.050-0.150
Caldas
Guainía
Vaupés
Quindío
Bolívar 0.150-0.300
Chocó
Córdoba
Tolima
Main fish species
Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis), carachaza (Pseudorinelepis genibarbis),
Mojarrita (Hemigrammus ocellifer), Tilapia (Oreochromis sp.), Nicuro (Pimelodus blochii - clarias)
Bagre (Mystus tengara), Corvina (Argyrosomus regius), pez gato (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Sabaleta (Brycon henni), Nicuro
(Pimelodus blochii - clarias)
Corvina (Argyrosomus regius), pez gato (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Carpa (Cyprinus carpio), Trucha (Oncorhynchus mykiss)
Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis), Arenca (Triportheus magdalenae), Corvina
(Argyrosomus regius), Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Nicuro (Pimelodus blochii - clarias)
Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Nicuro (Pimelodus blochii - clarias),
Sabaleta (Brycon henni), Tilapia (Oreochromis spp.)
Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Mojarra amarilla (Caquetaia kraussii),
Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis)
Mojarra amarilla (Caquetaia kraussii), Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), arenca (Triportheus magdalenae), Mohino
(Leporinus muyscorum)
Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), mojarra amarilla (Caquetaia kraussii), Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae).
Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis), Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Vizcaína (Curimatus mivartii), Arenca
(Triportheus magdalenae), Acara azul (Aequidens pulcher), Mojarra amarilla (Caquetaia kraussii), Corvina (Argyrosomus regius),
Picuda (Salminus affinis)
Arenca (Triportheus magdalenae), Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis), Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Cuabina,
Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Corvina (Argyrosomus regius), Picuda (Salminus affinis)
Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Doncella (Ageneiosus pardalis), Mojarra (Petenia krauussii), Corvina
(Argyrosomus regius), Capaz (Pimelodus grospkopfii), Moncholo (Hoplias malabaricus)
Bocachico (Prochilodus reticulatus magdalenae), Bagre (Pseudoplatystomafasdatum), Mojarra amarilla (Caquetaia kraussii),
Corvina (Argyrosomus regius), Capaz (Pimelodus grospkopfii), Moncholo (Hoplias malabaricus), jacho (Gephagus daemon)
Table 2
Summary statistics of the distribution of average concentrations of Hg in fish (Ilg g-).
n Min. Median Mean p95 Max. Std. dev.
Antioquia 7 0.450 0.750 1.364 3.270 3.300 1.297
Santander 4 0.050 0.190 0.533 1.478 1.700 0.782
Nariño 4 0.026 0.243 0.335 0.761 0.830 0.361
Cauca 4 0.160 0.295 0.313 0.479 0.500 0.150
Caldas 4 0.030 0.260 0.338 0.740 0.800 0.346
Guainía 2 0.170 0.300 0.300 0.417 0.430 0.184
Vaupés 2 0.170 0.300 0.300 0.417 0.430 0.184
Quindío 4 0.200 0.365 0.358 0.490 0.500 0.134
Bolívar 13 0.001 0.300 0.718 2.698 2.920 0.973
Chocó 5 0.026 0.370 0.536 1.239 1.341 0.548
Córdoba 12 0.130 0.323 0.522 1.537 2.800 0.725
Tolima 9 0.050 0.120 0.287 1.124 1.780 0.561
2.2. Exposure medía concentratíon
Atotal of70 values ofconcentration ofHg in fish muscle (Table 2),
ranging from 0.001 to 3.3 ¡lg g-l, were obtained from the same
sources previously listed for Table 1. Concentrations of total Hg in
fish tissue were obtained after an acid digestion and were analyzed
by cold vapor atomic absorption and atomic fluorescence (WHO/
UNEP, 1976).
The analytical protocols and analytical equipment employed
are described in detail in Cala (2001), Marrugo et al. (2007),
Olivero and Johnson (2002), Olivero et al. (2001) and Olivero
and Solano (1998). The dataset of Hg concentrations in fish
was unevenly distributed among the different provinces, some
having only two data (Guainia, Vaupes), and others up to thir-
teen (Bolivar). The number of measurements of Hg in air was
considerably higher: 550 inside workshops and 261 in outdoor
air (Table 3). These values of Hg in air were taken from Cordy
and Lins (2010), Hincapie Montoya (2006), Veiga (2010) and
UNIDO's Global Mercury Project as supplied by Corporación
Autónoma Regional del Centro de Antioquía (CORANTIOQUIA,
2010). Elemental Hg in air was measured with LUMEX
RA 915 + portable cold vapor atomic absorption analyzers and
Jerome 431X spectrometers (Cordy and Lins, 2010; Veiga,
2010).
The probability distribution function representing the level of
exposure associated with the ingestion of Hg-contaminated fish
was obtained as follows: Each of the 70 concentration values of
Hg in fish was regarded as an independent estimate of the
average Hg concentration in fish in the corresponding province
(p estimates per province). The probability distribution of the
exposure to Hg in fish for each province is then generated by
re-sampling 100000 times (with sample size 1) the sample of p
average concentration values and multiplying this concentration
by a fish consumption value randomly selected from a uniform
distribution between the maximum and minimum values
indicated in Table 1, and by the rest of the exposure
parameters (EF, ED, BW- I and Ar I ). This process is summarized
in Eq. (3).
{
Cf = sample(xp , síze = 1)
for (iín 1: 100000) CR=sample(uníform(mín(cr),max(cr)),síze = 1)
I['] C¡xCRxETxEFxED
1 BWxAT
(3)
Eq. (3): Generation of the probability distribution function of the
dietary average chronic ingestion of MeHg.
For the inhalation pathway, the probability distribution func-
tion for the average chronic exposure concentration was generated
by sampling with replacement the population of concentration
data with a sample size, n, equal to the size of the data set
(n = 550 for the workshop environment, m = 261 for the outdoor/
indoor environment), calculating the arithmetic mean of those n
values, and multiplying this average concentration by the exposure
time, frequency and duration assigned to each exposure
environment, in a 100000-iteration loop. This process is summa-
rized in Eq. (4).
1
Cwks = mean (sample(xn,size = n, replacement = TRUE)
for (iin 1: 100000) Cout = mean (sample(xm,size = m,replacement = TRUE)
ECli] = cwl" xETWI" xEFWI" XEDWI"+:;", x ¿;;~lETjxEFjxEDj
(4)
Eq. (4): Generation of the probability distribution function of the
average chronic inhalation dose of Hg for miner-smelters.
The programming of probabilistic risk models was carried using
R (R Development Core Team, 2004).
3. Results and discussion
The unacceptable levels of risk arrived at in this study (see dis-
cussion below), although outstandingly high in absolute terms, are
not surprising when the average concentration values of elemental
Hg in air in Colombian mining communities are compared with
international maximum recommended values: WHO's annual
time-weighted average of 0.001 mg m-3 (WHO, 2000) and the
American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists
(ACGIH) threshold limit value of 0.025 mg m-3 (time-weighted
average for a normal 8-h workday and a 40-h workweek, OSHA,
2013) are amply exceeded in the samples included in this study,
with mean values ranging between 0.004 mg m-3 and
0.0076 mg m-3 for outdoor and residential indoor air, and between
0.034 mg m-3 and 0.148 mg m-3 for workshop atmospheres
(Table 3).
The situation is different in the case of exposure to Hg in fish.
The USEPÁs criterion for MeHg in fish tissue of 0.3 ¡lg g-l (USEPA,
2001) lies within the range of median concentrations (0.12-
0.37 ¡lg g-l) found in this study (except for the province of Antio-
quia, with a median value ofO.75 ¡lg g-l). The problem in this case
seems to be exacerbated by the high ingestion rates of local fish
which can reach values up to 0.3 kg d-l, almost 10 times higher
than the 0.05 kg d-1 used by the USEPA (USEPA, 2004), although
slightly lower than the consumption rates described for some fish-
ing communities in the Brazilian Amazonia (Mergler, 2002; Sousa
et al., 2008).
Fig. 1 presents graphically the distribution of HQs associated
with the dietary intake of MeHg for the 12 provinces included in
the study. The shape of these functions is strongly controlled by
the distribution of average concentrations of MeHg in fish in
each province. For the first 6 provinces in Fig. 1, there is a clear
separation between a majority of tightly grouped, low
concentration values and a few high ones, with a low
p50/maximum ratio. When combined with the uniform distribu-
tions used to approximate ingestion rates, the resulting HQ func-
tions present long right tails or in the case of Cordoba and
Tolima, with the highest number of data, a bimodal distribution.
As the asymmetry of the distributions of average concentrations
of MeHg decreases (last 6 provinces in Fig. 1) the resulting HQ
functions approximate log-normal or even normal distributions.
For the inhalation exposure pathway, on the other hand, the
probability functions representing the HQs of miner-smelters
and residents follow a normal distribution in all three towns
included in the study.
Tables 4 and 5 present a summary description of the resulting
HQ distributions for the 12 departments (ingestion) and 3 towns
(inhalation) included in this study. The simultaneous occurrence
of elevated rates of local-fish consumption in these mining-fishing
communities and the relatively high levels of MeHg in fish tissue
result in HQdistributions for the ingestion pathway whose median
values exceed the threshold level of 1 in 10 ofthe 12 provinces in-
cluded in the study. AlI p95 values are higher than 1, and those for
the provinces with the highest fish consumption rates range be-
tween HQ = 45 and HQ = 90. For women, with a lower body weight,
the results are on average 22% higher than those presented in
Table 4.
Exposure to Hg vapors in workshops where the amalgam is
burnt results in HQ distributions for workers with shockingly high
median values ranging from 43 to 168 and minimum values higher
than 90 in two ofthe three towns investigated. The risk from inha-
lation for the general population is approximately one order of
magnitude lower than for miner-smelters in two of the three
towns investigated (and approximately half that HQ in the third),
but the minimum HQvalues are all higher than the threshold value
of 1.
The contribution of ingestion of MeHg-contaminated fish to
the aggregate risk is lower than that of inhalation of Hg vapor
for residents, with differences between both exposure path-
ways within one order of magnitude. For miners-smelters ex-
posed to Hg vapors during the burning of the amalgam, the
contribution of inhalation is 2 orders of magnitude higher than
that of fish ingestion. These results are in accordance with
those of previous studies in similar exposure scenarios (Hacon
et al., 1997).
The outcome of this risk assessment, however valid and
alarming, needs to be interpreted with caution. One source of
uncertainty arises from the lack of accompanying data on
other trace elements like Se or Ca, which might attenuate
the potential harm associated with exposure to Hg (Sakamoto
et al., 1996; Yoneda and Suzuki, 1997; Osman et al., 1998;
Vasconcellos et al., 2000). Also, for the fish intake pathway
the sample of average concentrations is small, the mercury
analyzed in the fish is total mercury (and the MeHg concentra-
tion could be as much as 10% lower), and a Gl absorption rate
of 100% for MeHg, was considered while a more prudent
assumption used by USEPA is 95% (thus the fish-intake risk
might be discounted by as much as 5%). Finally, at these high
levels of exposure it is unlikely that the toxicity data published
- and used in this study - for both species of Hg represent the
real dose-response relationship. Therefore, the outcome from
the risk assessment cannot be interpreted in strict quantitative
terms.
Jable 3
Summary statistics of the distribution of concentrations of inorganic Hg in outdoor air and workshops' atmospheres in mining towns of Antioquia (mg m-3 ).
Jown n Min. Median Mean p95 Max. Std. dev.
Workshop atmosphere Remedios 147 0.0050 0.1000 0.1476 0.4440 0.6520 0.1425
Segovia 373 <DL 0.1290 0.1829 0.5382 0.9990 0.1861
Bagre 30 0.0040 0.0175 0.0336 0.1619 0.1800 0.0475
Outdoor air Remedios 94 <DL 0.0040 0.0040 0.0114 0.0160 0.0039
Segovia 146 <DL 0.0040 0.0076 0.0193 0.1420 0.0187
Bagre 21 0.0004 0.0060 0.0067 0.0110 0.0120 0.0033
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Fig. 1. HQ density functions for the fish-consumption exposure pathway for each of the 12 provinces included in the study. Density functions have been generated by re-
sampling 100000 times the sample of average concentration values and a uniform distribution for fish consumption in each province, as detailed in Eg. (3).
Table 4
Summary statistics of the distribution of Hazard Quotients associated with the ingestion of Hg-contaminated fish.
Min. Median Mean p95 Max. Std. dev.
Antioquia 2.1E-05 2.5 4.5 17.8 22.0 5.3
Santander 2.0E-06 0.6 1.8 9.1 11.3 2.8
Nariño 2.3E-07 0.5 1.1 4.4 5.5 1.4
Cauca 1.1 3.6 4.2 8.7 10.0 2.2
Caldas 0.2 2.7 4.5 13.9 16.0 4.4
Guainía 1.1 3.2 4.0 8.0 8.6 2.1
Vaupés 1.1 3.2 4.0 8.0 8.6 2.1
Quindío 1.3 4.3 4.8 8.7 10.0 2.1
Bolívar 0.0 8.8 21.5 91.2 116.7 28.8
Chocó 0.5 11.1 16.1 46.8 53.6 15.3
Córdoba 2.6 9.6 15.5 77.5 111.9 21.2
Tolima 1.0 3.3 8.6 55.4 71.1 16.3
Table 5
Summary statistics of the distribution of Hazard Quotients associated with the inhalation of Hg in outdoor air and workshops' atmospheres, in mining sites of Antioquia.
Min. Median Mean p95 Max Std. dev.
Miner-smelters Remedios 93.4 130.6 130.9 147.2 176.1 9.7
Segovia 136.3 168.2 168.4 183.0 211.5 8.7
Bagre 20.6 43.0 43.5 56.1 79.3 7.2
Residents Remedios 7.7 12.8 12.9 15.0 18.7 1.3
Segovia 9.7 24.0 24.4 33.0 55.0 4.9
Bagre 12.0 21.4 21.4 25.0 30.1 2.2
4. Conclusions
Probabilistic risk assessment cannot substitute for thorough
clinical studies for the purposes of public health control and inter-
vention. However, given the cost and difficulty of sampling human
populations, by using more readily accessible environmental data,
risk assessment is indeed a useful tool to give quantitative mean-
ing to problems of environmental and occupational exposure to
pollutants, to categorize these problems, and most importantly,
to prioritize remedial actions.
As an illustrative example of this potential, a probabilistic risk
assessment in Colombia's artisanal gold mining communities has
clearly highlighted the exorbitant levels of risk endured by resi-
dents of these communities. The fact that these mining communi-
ties are also fishing communities whose diet is based on the fish
they catch in the local rivers exacerbates the problem as exposure
from ingestion of Hg-contaminated fish is added to the inhalation
of Hg-laden outdoor air. For miner-smelters who bum the amal-
gam in artisanal workshops the risk of developing adverse health
effects is even higher, reaching levels 200 times higher than what
is deemed acceptable in most environmental regulations and
standards.
Whether these extraordinary levels of risk will result in adverse
health effects cannot be directly inferred from a risk assessment
that makes use of published Reference Doses and Concentrations
derived from low dose-low response models. A follow up of this
study including clinical data would allow establishing those quan-
titative relationships between elevated levels of exposure and
long-term health effects.
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